This essay undertakes a reparative reading of Aya of Yopougon, a multivolume graphic novel by Marguerite Abouet and Clément Oubrerie. Setting Aya alongside other African comics and prevailing interpretations of African and Diasporic literatures, this interpretation coins the term "novelty" to describe the unique mode of representing subjects, space, and time in the text. This "novelty" situates Aya at the intersection of tendencies in African, European, and North American comics art, and it juxtaposes subtle renditions of everyday life with overdetermined representations of African societies and Africans in Diaspora. The essay also articulates the relevance of novelty for feminist, queer, and postcolonial theories, comics scholarship, and Diaspora Studies. This article aims to contribute to a relatively recent move in feminist and queer approaches to literature and popular culture that value "weak" rather than "strong" theoretical priorities. Amid strong theories of postcolonial and queer diasporic cultural production that identify newly ascendant historical forces as the causes for emergent patterns in narrative, I appraise Aya as a popular text of a different color-its representation of postcolonial Africa and Africans in diaspora portrays "novelty" rather than determination. I coin the term novelty here to describe how Abouet and Oubrerie's work contrives impressions of everyday life whose aggregate effect is comparatively humble: its imaginative vision works toward the potential to surprise observers and interpretants. This orientation toward potentiality is an alternative to a more systematic, knowing agenda invested in determinacy; whereas the former lends itself to theories concerned with poesis, the quotidian, and concrete description, the latter tends toward global and prescriptive theories that correlate cultural forms with historical developments in more decisive terms.
not altogether escape them. Rather than realizing the impact of decolonization or neoliberalism on the medium of the graphic novel, Aya synthesizes conventions from a variety of visual and narrative traditions to address a heterogeneous readership. In keeping with the tendency of market-watchers and cultural critics who cite the fox/hedgehog distinction, my interpretation of Aya "does so in order to celebrate the virtues of being a fox. " The analogy operates here to distinguish my weak theorization of novelty in Aya from the systematic approaches to postcolonial African and diasporic literature that apply to various moments in the graphic novel. Aya facilitates the elaboration of an eclectic repertoire for contemporary African diasporic authors and artists who are learned in many traditions rather than inaugurating a new school.
This article discusses how Aya of Yopougon eludes the "symptomatic" reading strategies characteristic of strong theories. A deterministic model of the relationship between textual forms and their conditions of possibility would trace features of the African diasporic graphic novel to the post-Cold War realignment of African governance characterized by the rise of multi-party states and multilateral agreements, the decentering of colonial legacies and neocolonial discourses by new media practices and postcolonial critique, and the proliferation of new relations to national identity. Although these hypotheses pertain to some qualities of Aya that it shares with other texts, they are founded on a certainty about the present that Aya disavows by turning to the past. Strong theories and the reading practices to which they give rise "confer epistemological authority on the analytic work of exposure . . . which gives the critic sovereignty in knowing, when others do not, the hidden contingencies of what things really mean. "
Reading Aya according to the hypothesis that no single epistemology of language, mediation, or subjectivity subsumes its signi cance is this article's means of ceding authority back to the intellectual milieu out of which it emerges.
As an object lesson in the value of a weak theory of cultural production, Abouet and Oubrerie's rendition of the past outlines an alternative to the challenges of the present that it cannot currently enunciate in the form of a political objective. Instead, it recalls a speci c, "no longer conscious" moment at which a way of life beyond the contingencies of the present seemed possible. I argue that the narrative does not lend itself to a program of interpretation or action that can bring about that way of life. It does not indict the forces that have made desirable realities from the past unattainable in the present, but it stages an intervention into the historiography of postcolonial Africa, nonetheless.
Emphasizing its diversionary and ludic aims, my reading of Aya questions how the text redeploys facets of its setting to inspire plural ways of knowing the past rather than recommending particular directions for future action. Like vernacular speech, performance, self-fashioning, and other weakly articulated but familiar everyday knowledge practices, African comics "literally can't be seen as a simple repository of systemic effects imposed on an innocent world. " I describe the text's production of novelty as an elusive rather than resistant strategy in order to specify its mode of addressing the political. I argue that Aya's diversionary agenda rehearses a utopian tendency in culture akin to what José Esteban Muñoz terms "queer futurity. " Aya foregrounds the time and place called the "Ivorian Miracle" to divert the reader's attention away from the urgency of the here and now. It focuses instead on a "then and there" at which the most salient questions of the moment in which we live are markedly absent. This small-scale utopianism staves off the "ossifying effects of neoliberal ideology and the degradation of politics brought about by representations of queerness in contemporary popular culture. " Unlike what Muñoz terms abstract utopia-in which an ideal way of life emerges out of changes in social structures that can be understood at a high degree of abstraction-concrete utopia, a genus in which I argue queer futurity and novelty are species, marks out the residual and ephemeral spaces where desirable possibilities become legible in everyday terms.
Although the narrative does not address them head-on, Abouet identi es negative portrayals of postcolonial Africa that prevail in Europe and North America as one of her motivations for writing Aya. Alisia Grace Chase echoes this aim in her preface to the rst volume of the text: "the western world is becoming increasingly aware of the myriad cultures on this massively diverse continent, but swollen bellied children, machete wielding janjaweeds, and too many men and women dying of AIDS continue to comprise the majority of visual images that dominate the Western media. " Acknowledging that contravening the dispiriting effects of dominant media imagery was one of Aya's premises, I argue that its approach to addressing the ills of contemporary discourse on Africa and Africans in diaspora is "reparative, " that is ameliorative, rather than corrective; it does not reveal and explain the unexplained but seeks to improve on conditions that are known to be unsatisfactory.
As Eve Sedgwick posited in coining the term reparative reading, the "hermeneutics of suspicion" that came to dominate critical theory in the twentieth century was only one of a number of possible interpretive orientations. Sedgwick derives the language of paranoid and reparative modes of interpretation, the methodological analogues to strong and weak theory, from the work of psychologist Silvan Tomkins. In the now-classic essay "Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, " she writes that the program of knowing prescribed by strong theories is "monopolistic, " placing all its faith in demystifying exposure: only its cruel and contemptuous assumption that the one thing lacking for global revolution . . . is people's (that is, other people's) having the painful effects of their oppression, poverty, or deludedness suf ciently exacerbated to make the pain conscious.
Because the text seems to disavow any role in bringing about global revolution through the exposure of hidden sources of pain, my search for novelty in Aya of Yopougon admits into the sphere of valuable lessons the possibility that the text aims to mitigate the deleterious effects of dominant imagery on the cultural landscape by offering diversions from the harsh realities portrayed elsewhere. These diversions are grounded in everyday life and largely speci c to the author's vantage point on recent history.
My reading of Aya concurs in the hypothesis of the "Ivorian Miracle" that Abouet advances rather than calling it into question. This setting asks readers to be credulous about the past by foregoing speculation about its relationship to the present. Whereas symptomatic reading is concerned, even obsessed, with successfully arriving at irrefutable explanations for far-ranging phenomena, weak theories take an interest in appreciating what cultural endeavors intend to achieve locally and learning from what happens when they seem to fail. My reading of Aya therefore resists scrutinizing the country levied high taxes on the small farms that produced cocoa and coffee for export, encouraged immigration, and saw remarkable economic growth as the cash crops 
Speaking of Modernity
Although it does not diagnose the legacy of the recent past through a symptomatic treatment, Aya's Ivorian Miracle is not a distortion but a "double, " a new quantity that is distinct from but similar to its antecedent. As Achille Mbembe has noted, discursive apparatus such as comics and speech create "doubles" with the capacity to participate in their respective discursive conventions. Aya is not a proxy for Abouet within the text, but she is a double for the author function. Like the protagonists of other BD, she confers her name to the text's constituent parts and holds the narrative together on a formal level. An important doubling within Aya's rendition of the Ivorian Miracle is its representation of the educational system Ivorians have inherited from France. The studious Aya aspires to become a doctor, and she plans to attend university. She jokes that she does not want to "wind up in the C-series. " This reference is a double entendre, invoking both the name of an actual course of study in French institutions that includes certain academic subjects (math and science) and another set of terms with trivial connotations: "combs, clothes, and chasing men. " The joke illustrates how young women coming of age view their options in the country's changing economy. Aya and her best friends Adjoua and Bintou, as thoroughly modern women, gently mock the idea that their future will be limited by gender, but they know that education could make the difference between full citizenship and economic equality with men, on the one hand, and disenfranchisement, on the other. Once we identify deformative laughter as a symptom of hidden patterns of violence, the latter is likely to proliferate everywhere we look. Sedgwick associates the suspicions of critics invested in such a strong theory with the disposition she describes as paranoid reading. Rather than the subversive parody that arises out of the aforementioned writers' deformative uses of language, Abouet's manner of including culturally speci c material in the text is better described in the straightforward terms of juxtaposition rather than more works published in European and North American languages. Perhaps out of its authors' sense that centers and peripheries take shape despite readers' best efforts to resist them, the physical structure of each volume of Aya inscribes central and peripheral reading protocols in which whatever is universally legible, generically African, characteristically Francophone, or speci cally Ivorian about the text can be apprehended through a simplifying, didactic mode that addresses the reader directly. Knowledge ows through the text in ways that are in ected by market imperatives and also contrived by the author and her collaborators, making it as plausible to describe Aya's uses of verbal language in the weak theoretical terms of novelty, ritual laughter, and the "bonus" or supplement, rather than conscripting it into a stronger theorization of the conditions of its legibility that would implicate a wide array of other texts. The question of how to associate Aya with other comics is my concern below. 
Reliable Narrators and Formal Novelty
The creation of Aya as a synergistic collaboration between Abouet and Oubrerie, neither of whom had ever previously worked in the medium, goes a short way toward explaining Aya's novelty among BD. However, the features of Aya that mark it as a unique creative synthesis are better understood as signs of its continuity with the eclecticism that has informed African comics since their inception. Recounting the developments in African print cultures that have led up to contemporary examples, Massimo Repetti notes that independence from European colonialism gave way to the global in uence of American mass culture, including comics. While he positions the globally-ascendant form of the graphic novel at the end of this genealogy, Aya displays many qualities suggestive of autonomy or even anachronism rather than a progression of forms that culminates in the present con guration of the text.
The most ubiquitous form of comics in the rst half of the twentieth century were comic strips from the "funnies" sections of U.S. newspapers, which provided the template for African artists to introduce their rst "paper heroes. " The broad-based adoption of this mode of dissemination for African comics differentiates them from the specialist periodicals, anthologies, and book-length albums that represent the medium prominently in Europe and Japan. Newly independent Africans also produced "politico-hagiographic" comics about their national heroes. The propagandistic iconography of these comics resurfaces in diaspora in the work of Nigerian-born, US-educated British illustrator, Tayo In this way, caricature provides a sort of "shorthand" through which comics can emulate the narrative functions performed by sentences in "certain novel-related literature, in particular the intimate style of writing that favours intuition over analysis and eeting impression rather than description. " Accordingly, "the artist need no more repeat elements of décor, such as a chair, than would a novelist need mention the chair in every sentence. " If all images are "effectively an extension of the character" in comics that rely on cartoon-like renditions of persons, then we might expect comics specify their characters' features with more verisimilitude to display a concomitant tendency to esh out the visual details of the situations they illustrate. This is precisely the case in Aya:
characters' appearances are different in more than super cial ways, and the physical environments where their actions take place are virtually always illuminated in detail.
Comics artist Jean-Claude Forest, creator of Barbarella, contends that a maximallysimpli ed visual style liberates the writer to create "imaginative scenarios" for the characters. Abouet and Oubrerie do not pursue the far-fetched range of situations that a simpli ed mode of visual composition would afford to the narrative; this may be a function of the text's realism. Yet short, serial comics that are set in everyday circumstances rather than wide-ranging adventures, like Schultz's Peanuts and the early twentieth-century BD Bécassine, rely on much simpler drawings than those of Aya, reducing the facial features and costume of characters to cartoon form and rendering their physical settings extremely sparse. To address Aya's relatively detailed pictorial imagery, which is comparatively labor-intensive for the artist and the reader, in reparative terms, I suggest characterizing its visual style in terms of the presence of novelty rather than the lack of economy or ef ciency.
Abouet describes her motivation for writing a graphic novel by inverting Forest's account of the creative process: "my writing process rests mainly on creating character portraits . .
. and my imagination is fed by their interactions. In addition, I am also very much at ease with dialogue, and this is why graphic novels came easily to me; the style is similar to theatre. " The analogy to theatre is telling, because unlike the "novel-related modes of writing" that Töpffer compares to comics, in which details (furniture, décor) that appear in earlier sentences need not be reproduced throughout a scene unless they are instrumental to the characters' actions, theatrical works constantly remind the audience of the spatial environments they represent, simply because the set and props are physically present on stage alongside the actors. Abouet's citation of theatre as a frame of reference distinguishes her approach from some recent scholarship on BD and comics in other European contexts, which derives much of its analytical language from lm.
Oubrerie's prior experience as an animator is conspicuously absent from Abouet's account, but his background encourages us to conceptualize Aya as a work that "casts" characters in a performance and sets them in motion according to the author's designs.
Repetti describes Aya as part of a "trend . . . away from an age in which comics were con ned to daily papers and magazines to one founded on the centrality of the book. " With the exception of political editorial cartoons, BD tends to consist of multiple "frames, "
or "panels. " The French term for this page element is case, meaning "box, " because the square is its most typical shape. The outline of a case is called a cadrage, and it separates the case from the negative space between panels. Because the cadrage is a boundary, it is not always visible, but in Aya, the cadrage is usually a thin, black, rounded rectangle that appears hand-drawn. To contextualize this stylistic choice, consider how several comics artists whose works are catalogued by the Africa e Mediterraneo project negotiate the con guration of panels on the page. Each case in Asimba Bathy's "Kinshasa" is rectangular, at right angles, but they vary in height and width to give a sense of space and perspective in relation to the human scale. Samuel Mulokwa's "Komerera" deploys wide rectangular panels, some of which bleed to the edge of the page and some that dynamically overlap with or are completely inset within others, challenging the reader's perception of sequence. These examples of page designs across contemporary African BD cast the distinctly narrow range of layouts throughout Aya in stark relief. In Aya, the break from a typical layout that consists of six panels on each page to an occasional full-page-sized illustration makes certain scenes especially dramatic. For instance, Oubrerie affords a full page to the scene of Bintou walking toward a luxury hotel that towers over her small gure, but it is the "negative space" of the sky at sunset that demands attention. A romantic scene featuring Adjoua and her lover walking on a starlit beach nearly takes up the entire page, but it is abruptly punctuated by a small case Their dialogue balloons appear at the top of the case, and they are seated against the window in natural light while other persons on the train are ensconced in shadow. The vastness of the image creates the impression that they are traveling in relative silence, with their words oating above them, and the use of color and shadow to differentiate their gures from others contributes to the impression that they are drawn together. In the context of the text as a whole, and in relation to other BD, these page-sized illustrations achieve novel effects. The relation between Abouet's diasporic authorship and Inno's homosexuality, which provides the impetus for his decision to emigrate, appears particularly signi cant in light of recent scholarship exploring the notion of queer diaspora. Gayatri Gopinath introduces this concept to interrogate the interconnectedness of seemingly disparate notions of sexuality and space: "in heteronormative logic the queer is seen as the debased and inadequate copy of the heterosexual, so too is diaspora within nationalist logic positioned as the queer Other of the nation, its inauthentic imitation. " An extensive disquisition on the sexual and spatial discourses that overlap on the pages of Aya is beyond the scope of this discussion, but I choose to conclude my analysis of Aya by considering how it broaches the concerns that draw critics to queer diaspora as a strong theory.
In the interest of theorizing its novelty, I regard the internal differentiation within the text that Aya uses to specify the trajectories of its diasporic protagonists as one of the many ways it turns out to be out of step with more radical political gestures that we now know to be possible in culture. In the theoretical sense that employs "queer" as a verb and a descriptor for deconstructing and otherwise interrogating quite unstable foundations of subjectivity in the modern world, including modern cultures' preoccupation with binaries like the homo/heterosexual distinction, queer diaspora is something Abouet and Oubrerie don't. Works that pursue this task lend credence to the hypothesis that "Queer times require even queerer modalities of thought. " Jafari Allen, for instance, concatenates the categories black/queer/diaspora to "argue for the recognition of black/queer/diaspora as at once a caution, a theory, and (most centrally) a work. " The theoretical endeavors animated by this understanding, with disparate subjects, e.g., Queering the Color Line, Queering Medieval Genres, etc., serve an urgent critical purpose. In the interest of In "strong" theories of queer diaspora, nationalism systematically constructs diaspora as the inadequate and imitative counterpart of the nation just as heteronormativity systematically misrecognizes the participants in a homoerotic relation as inauthentic copies of cisgender heterosexuals. Albert and Inno's performance as an ersatz heterosexual couple plays out in precisely the way a "strong" queer theory would predict, on the pages of the narrative, but the Ivorian Bonus declares that only aberrant individual circumstances, rather than the structuring logic of nationalism itself, would produce a subordinating relationship between diaspora and the nation. The provocative suggestion here is that the Ivorian Miracle in Aya might corroborate theories of queer diaspora only in part, while frustrating the same theories' ambition to nd out what narratives of diasporic migration really mean. Treatments of the turn toward this particular time and place might call for queer theories and methodologies, but novelty might be a corollary that helps sustain their ef cacy in less than systematic terms.
Abouet's account of the Ivorian Miracle constructs Inno's emigration as something that was necessary for him, but largely voluntary for others. She insists that her own journey to Paris was involuntary, on a purely personal level, by situating it as part of her childhood.
She does not portray her migration satisfying an economic or political need. Instead, she indicates that it appealed to her desires in ancillary ways:
I nally got used to the idea . . . and cheered myself up with the thought that I might at least meet the man of my dreams: Rahan, the beautiful, intelligent, caveman hero of my favorite comic. I thought all men in France had long blond hair, wore little fur skirts, and carried a cutlass. As you can imagine, I was pretty disappointed when I arrived in France.
Although she found the stories metropolitan France told about itself enticing, young Marguerite was not seduced by them. The disappointment resulting from her initiation into the realities of diaspora turns out to be proportional to her investment in its promises. Neither she nor her characters construe the experience of the Ivorian Miracle wholly in terms of its capacity to prove or invalidate the way diasporic subjects imagine themselves, perhaps because Aya is not a text that takes as its point of departure the presumption that there is any way of knowing the world in its entirety. 
